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A  Brief  Life  of 
Abraham  Lincoln 


The  American  dream  of  rising  from  humble 
origins  to  great  prominence  has  its  finest  ful- 
fillment in  the  life  of  Abraham  Lincoln.  Born 
February  12,  1809,  into  a  struggling  pioneer 
family,  the  man  who  became  the  sixteenth 
President  spent  his  youth  and  early  manhood 
enduring  the  rigors  of  frontier  life. 

When  he  was  seven,  his  family  left  his 
native  Kentucky  for  Indiana.  Two  years  later 
his  mother,  Nancy  Hanks  Lincoln,  died,  and 
the  following  year  his  father,  Thomas,  mar- 
ried Sarah  Bush  Johnston,  a  widow. 

Lincoln  received  a  meager  formal  educa- 
tion by  attending  occasional  terms  of  school 
in  Kentucky  and  Indiana.  Like  other  pioneer 
boys,  he  started  doing  hard  physical  work 
at  an  early  age,  but  using  borrowed  books 
and  weekly  newspapers,  he  began  a  campaign 
of  self-education  that  eventually  led  to  his 
study  of  law.  He  broadened  his  outlook 
through  two  trips  to  New  Orleans. 

Soon  after  his  twenty-first  birthday,  the 
family  moved  to  Illinois,  and  Lincoln  became 
a  store  clerk,  part  owner  of  the  store,  a  post- 
master and  a  surveyor  in  New  Salem.  He  ran 
for  the  legislature  in  1832,  but  an  interrup- 
tion for  service  as  a  captain  in  the  Black 
Hawk  War  prevented  campaigning  and  he 
lost.  In  1834,  however,  he  was  elected  to  the 
first  of  four  terms  and  began  to  gain  recog- 
nition as  a  political  leader. 

In  1837  he  moved  to  Springfield  and  began 
to  practice  law.  In  Springfield  he  met  Mary 
Todd,  whom  he  married  in  1842.  The  Lin- 
colns  had  four  sons,  Robert,  Edward,  William 
and  Thomas,  two  of  whom  preceded  their 
father  in  death. 


Lincoln  enjoyed  his  first  taste  of  national 
politics  when  he  served  from  1847  to  1849 
as  a  Whig  Representative  in  Congress.  After 
five  years  of  building  his  legal  reputation,  he 
returned  to  politics  and  gained  enough  pres- 
tige to  have  his  name  mentioned  as  a  vice- 
presidential  candidate  at  the  first  Republican 
convention  in  1856. 

As  the  opponent  of  Stephan  A.  Douglas  for 
the  Senate  in  1858,  Lincoln  participated  in 
the  famous  debates  on  the  extension  of 
slavery.  He  lost  the  election,  but  his  stand  in 
these  debates  and  the  Cooper  Institute  speech 
two  years  later  contributed  heavily  to  his 
nomination  for  the  Presidency. 

The  Republican  convention  in  Chicago 
nominated  him  in  May,  1860,  and  he  defeated 
three  candidates  in  the  November  election. 

By  the  time  of  his  inauguration  on  March 
4,  1861,  seven  southern  states  had  already 
formed  the  provisional  government  which  be- 
came the  Confederacy.  On  April  12  hostilities 
began  at  Fort  Sumter.  Faced  with  civil  war, 
Lincoln  issued  a  call  for  troops,  blockaded 
southern  ports,  and  took  other  measures  to 
prepare  the  country  for  a  war  to  preserve  the 
Union.  Lincoln  stood  firm  in  the  face  of  the 
early  military  defeat  at  Bull  Run  and  took 
steps  to  avert  a  diplomatic  break  with  England. 

Congress  did  not  approve  Lincoln's  plan 
to  have  the  government  buy  the  slaves  from 
southern  owners  and  set  them  free.  Lincoln 
decided  to  free  the  slaves  without  compensa- 
tion. He  issued  the  preliminary  Emancipation 
Proclamation  on  September  22,  1862. 

In    1863    the    high    point    of    the    military 


action  was  the  Union  victory  at  Gettysburg, 
Pennsylvania,  on  July  1,  2,  and  3. 

At  the  dedication  of  the  battlefield  ceme- 
tery on  November  19,  Lincoln  made  one  of 
his  greatest  contributions  to  civilization  in 
the  Gettysburg  Address.  Two  other  significant 
writings  of  1863  were  the  final  draft  of  the 
Emancipation  Proclamation  on  January  1  and 
the  first  annual  Thanksgiving  Proclamation 
on  October  3. 

Military  events  in  1864  had  to  share  the 
spotlight  with  politics.  A  Union  convention 
representing  both  Republicans  and  some 
Democrats  nominated  Lincoln  and  selected 
Andrew  Johnson,  a  Democrat,  for  Vice  Presi- 
dent.   Lincoln  was  re-elected. 

On  March  4,  1865  in  his  second  Inaugural 
Address,  later  to  be  called  "the  outstanding 
state  paper  of  the  Nineteenth  Century,"  Lin- 
coln promised  victory  for  the  North  but  as- 
sured charity  for  all.  On  April  9,  1865,  Gen- 
eral Robert  E.  Lee's  Confederate  Army  sur- 
rendered. 

On  Good  Friday,  April  14,  only  five  days 
after  the  victory,  Lincoln  was  shot  by  an 
assassin  in  Ford's  Theatre.  He  died  at  7:22 
a.m.  the  following  day  without  regaining  con- 
sciousness. "Now  he  belongs  to  the  ages/' 
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